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Creating a Brand
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Case example of brand building =0

A brand image is defined by the value that brand deliv-
ers to us. A brand image integrates every phenomenon
related to product functions and design, identity, con-
sumers, communication with users, sales and service
methods and environment into one idea. Brand build-
ing does not aim at economic profits only. It needs to
create factors that raise the value of culture and life. A
brand gains popularity when it makes you feel that the
brand truly provides you with some justifiable, natural
value and ideas.

A brand is not created unilaterally by a provider. In
fact, it is created as a direct response to satisfy the
unspoken desires of consumers. This article will intro-
duce the brand building concept of *0(plus minus
zero), a consumer electronics and sundry goods brand
launched by Takara Co. Ltd.(a Japanese toy manufac-
turer), Diamond Inc.(a business publisher) and product
designer Naoto Fukasawal(the author of this article) in
2003, and examine it as a case example for studying
the relationship between design and brand.
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Visualizing and Verbalizing Brand Proposing Intent
(Visualizing Thought)

Life Entertainment and Plus Minus Zero

Keita Satoh, the President and CEO of Takara Co. Ltd.—
a large toy manufacturer, had a plan to create a new
product brand that mainly focuses on household appli-
ances. The key idea of his business plan was to “aim at
being a life entertainment company. “This was also the
first thing | heard when | was asked to set a design
direction for that plan. In addition, this was the verbal
expression of an executive’s vision for creating a
brand. | could clearly feel the company’s intent to
broaden the meaning of entertainment from toys,
“something that children play with”, to “life entertain-
ment”, that is, entertainment for everyone. The key to
brand building is, first, to visualize the thoughts of the
person who draws up the plan. In order to realize the
concept of “a life entertainment company” and to cre-
ate a consumer electronics and sundry goods brand,
we needed the specific images of products and brand
conceived by Satoh. At the same time, | wanted to
make sure my interpretations and drawings of the
potential image and brand of these new consumer
appliances and household items were in line with
Satoh's.

Satoh’s idea to enter the consumer appliance busi-
ness started with one question: “Are users in Japan, a
global power in technology, really satisfied with the
attractiveness of the entire product: that is, its design as
well as its functions? Might users possibly share a com-
mon idea that they were satisfied with the functions but
had nearly given up on finding good designs?” The
general perspective would be that consumers are
apparently satisfied and manufacturers are also proud
of their technological strength. However, he had
doubts that consumers truly decided to buy products
based on price competition, functional comparison,
advertisements and sales promotional strategies. He
also predicted that they shared a common dissatisfac-
tion with the flood of products and the carelessly
designed items in their lives. This prediction led to the
concept that a brand business driven by design was
highly promising.

The difference between “selecting” and “using” (an evil
of killer contents)

Killer contents are compelling, core functional features
that are desired by consumers regardless of whether
they are essential in products. For instance, it may be
an “antibacterial” feature—a function that controls dirt
and bacteria growth on product surfaces. There may be
many different types: a “wide-screen” function in a TV




18

A brand is not

created unilaterally by
a provider. In fact, it is
created as a direct
response to satisfy the

unspoken desires of
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set, an air purification function in an air conditioner,
and a body fat measuring function in a scale. Clearly,
these functions directly influence consumers’ desires
and motivate them to purchase and, thus, such desires
cannot be overlooked. However, it is not as easy as
that. We cannot deny the fact that when useful func-
tions become part of our lives, they may also clutter our
lives. For killer contents to directly influence and moti-
vate consumers to make a purchase, a product’s
appearance must show that it has such functions. How-
ever, such appearances and forms do not always har-
monize with life. In many cases, in fact, they create
disharmony. I'm not saying that a function that gener-
ates desires(killer contents) is bad. This brand was dri-
ven by a notion to create an appropriate form or
appearance that harmonizes with other things or envi-
ronments in life while maintaining these functions,
rather than simply creating forms that communicate
and make consumers choose such functions.

The name, brand %0, was chosen in a sense to seek
an appropriate appearance and position for a product.
As described, human desire is highly contradictory. In
the “contradictory mind”, wishes, such as “l want this”
and concepts that creates disharmony co-exist, and this
becomes the key to new brand building ‘and product
development. Thus, reading the invisible common
thoughts and unspoken wishes of people leads to new
brand building.

Beyond the boundary of categories

| wanted to introduce miscellaneous housewares, fur-
niture, bicycles, motorcycles and automobiles as well
as consumer appliances under the same brand. When
viewed through the concept that they are products in
our daily lives, it seemed unnatural to produce each
category with different ideas and designs. We consid-
ered consumer appliances and miscellaneous items as
well as furniture and home interiors. Using the attrac-
tion of a consumer appliance in designing a motorcycle
or an automobile; that is, designing products as a com-
prehensive line is an idea that would have been
unimaginable in the past. Each product category had
different manufacturers and industries. Home appli-
ances looked like home appliances, household goods
looked like household goods, and furniture like furni-
ture. Manufacturers feared crossing the boundaries
into other categories with different appearances and
territories. They had always been developed as sepa-
rate ideas, and there was anxiety that changing the
image of a particular category might chase away con-
sumers. Naturally, there was a tendency to develop
products that all shared the same appearances and
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functions. 0 seeks to manufacture products that go
beyond the boundary of categories. It aims to join
together everyday items: a TV set that looks like a piece
of furniture, a humidifier that appears to be a piece of
china and a coffeemaker shaped like a cup. We tried as
much as possible to erase the image of electronics or
electric gadgets. A development idea with no particular
category is also a key point of this brand building.

It was decided to sell all products at the same shop
rather than through separate channels based on cate-
gory. To this end, sales were limited to an exclusive
website, direct-management stores and select shops
that handled all products at the same time. This type of
shop has been tried in consumer appliance distribu-
tion. There were instances when people would choose
chinaware or enjoy shopping for shoes, handbags or
suits. However, there were no boutique stores where
people could leisurely shop for a home appliance. Con-
sumers like to take their time shopping for products.
People are the same, whether they are carefully choos-
ing a suit or comparing prices and functions of a con-
sumer appliance. It is odd that despite being a global
power in consumer appliance production, Japan does
not yet have stores where people can enjoy shopping
for appliances before making their choice. Realizing
that people might be thinking, “Oh, this seems possible
but it isn’t being offered” is also one of important ele-
ments in a brand strategy.

Not stimulation but the excitement of realizing “Oh, |
see” later(Later Wow)

Design was once considered to be constant stimula-
tion. It aimed to be the most “eye-catching” among
numerous similar products displayed on shelves. Fun-
damentally, people are not really thinking about an
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object while they handle it. In fact, such human behav-
ior occurs naturally and unconsciously. For instance,
when a pianist becomes conscious of his/her fingers on
the keyboard, he/she inevitably makes a mistake. Like-
wise, when people become conscious of their behav-
ior, their flow becomes disconnected. Therefore,
instead of aiming to create a product that makes you
feel, “Wow, this is something!” or surprises you when
you first see it, the intention is to design a product that
makes you feel that something lying dormant in your
unconscious behavior has been realized, such as
“What's this? Oh! | see!” | believed it was worthwhile to
awaken the senses a bit later as the thoughts of a mak-
er(brand) and users would match perfectly. Depending
on a product, there may be excitement based on a
shared feeling that “this brand is aware of our unspo-
ken behaviors.” The idea of brand =0 is to create prod-
ucts with this excitement as its main value, which is
also the underlying basis of product development.

A “Likely but non-existent” idea

The basis of this project is developing products that
trigger the thought, “Wow, why wasn’t this available
before?” “Likely but non-existent” means although it
does not really exist, it is something that exists in the
commonly held feelings of many people. An attempt to
identify a common concept that has so far been hidden
is not an act of generating something completely new,
but an endeavor to refine and further develop the icon
of a product that already exists. A pure image of a prod-
uct is perceived as its icon. Perhaps it was not per-
ceived in such a way in the past because people were
implicitly aware of its pure image as well as its failings:
it had not achieved purity. When parts once commonly
thought of as “failed parts” are perfected, one begins
to think, “why wasn’t this available before?” Human
beings not only predict perfect forms but are also
aware of failure. A failure means that the relationship
between the environment in which an object exists and
people in that environment is not appropriate. Fixing
the distorted relationship is the essence of product
development in +0 and the idea behind creating things
that are “likely but non-existent.”

The philosophy of #0 is rooted in a concept that
things already exist, but must be corrected to harmonize
appropriately with our lives. The fundamental idea of
this brand is to reset an error in harmony to 0(zero). El
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